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Introduction 

Are you a storyteller? The chances are you'll reply 'Who me? Certainly 
not', having in your mind a picture of some strange mediaeval creature 
prancing around in cap, motley and bells, or possibly of a favourite come­
dian or raconteur, spitting out well-rehearsed and scripted lines at the 
speed of light. You might even think of the word 'storyteller' in a deroga­
tory way, as someone who is prone to exaggeration or being economical 
with the truth. Even dictionaries list 'storyteller' as synonymous with 
'liar'. 

The fact is, if you are involved in coaching, instructing, mentoring or 
educating other people, with a view to helping them achieve optimum 
performance, and if your aim is to do this in a way that is stimulating and 
memorable, then the chances are that you are incorporating some of the 
skills that the original storytellers crafted centuries ago: educating and 
entertaining their listeners, painting verbal pictures to enhance memory, 
using metaphor and analogy to add colour, and passing on cumulative 
wisdom. 

If you can relate to some or all of these amazing skills then you're in 
good company - Aesop, Jesus Christ, William Shakespeare and Hans 
Christian Andersen amongst others - and the purpose of this book is to 
help you to develop these skills even further, to bring them up to date 
within a modern business context, and to show how storytelling can be 
used in a powerful way to enhance one-to-one or small-group coaching. 

Some of you may have read my first book, Tales for Trainers. Its focus is 
how to use stories and metaphors to facilitate learning in a group training 
context. Shortly after it was published, a woman came up to me at a 
conference, clutching a copy to her chest, and said, 'I bought your book 
for our training department,' and then added with a shy grin, 'but I'm 
keeping it for myself. I use some of the stories for my own personal devel­
opment.' 

A few weeks later, one of my clients, another story devotee from a large 
retail organization, said to me, 'We bought your book for our library, so 
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Tales for Coaching 

that our trainers could use it for their training sessions. But we need some 
more copies because they borrow it and don't bring it back! I think,' she 
continued, conspiratorially, 'that they're reading the stories for their own 
personal use.' 

I was surprised how many times this sort of thing happened, and it 
reinforced my thinking that, as well as being a powerful tool for group 
learning, stories also have an important part to play in individual 
learning, personal development and in the one-to-one coaching that can 
help people to achieve their goals. 

The first part of this book sets the scene by putting storytelling into its 
historical context. It outlines the storytelling traditions and explains the 
purpose and benefits of stories and metaphors, with particular emphasis 
on personal learning. 

If you are a coach, there is guidance on how to use stories, particularly 
in a one-to-one or small-group setting, to address such issues as goal 
setting, problem solving and action planning, how to build rapport with 
your coachee, and how to develop your storytelling voice - without 
sounding like you're addressing a group of four year olds! 

Part two is a collection of 50 stories, metaphors, poems and anecdotes 
that can be used before, during or after the coaching session. As with my 
first book, other authors have kindly lent me some of the stories and 
some are written from my own experience. Others, in true storytelling 
fashion, are old or traditional tales that I have retold or given a 21st­
century 'makeover'. Most of them take only about five minutes to read, 
but there are one or two in this collection that take a little longer. In 
coaching, when compared with large group training, I feel that there is 
more scope for private study and reflection prior to discussion. 

Accompanying each of the stories is a 'moral' containing the learning 
message of the tale, and a 'reflection', that includes some useful trigger 
points and questions to stimulate thought. I leave it up to you as to 
whether you feel it appropriate to 'declare' the moral or learning message 
of the tale. Some storytelling purists would be horrified to think you 
would even consider divulging a moral. Personally I think the choice is 
yours. You know your coachee, the context and your desired outcome far 
better than I do! Some people's response to a particular story can be like a 
light turning on - a real'ah ha' moment, when they can draw clear paral­
lels between the message of the story and what is going on in their own 
lives. Others may still be looking perplexed half-an-hour later and you 
might need to prompt them to find the links - and that is where the 
'reflection' questions come in. You can use these to encourage discussion, 
promote creative thought and allow reflection time. 

The stories are grouped into the five main areas that coaches most 
commonly work on with their coachees, namely: 
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• Envisioning and goal setting. 'So, what do you want to achieve?' These 
stories encourage people to see their mission and goals clearly, to 
reflect on whether a goal is indeed theirs or somebody else's, to be 
specific in their goal setting - and most importantly, to consider what 
they will do if they achieve it. 

• Problem solving. 'How are you going to achieve it?' Stories included in 
this section are to help people to appreciate their own strengths and 
capabilities, to give them hope to keep trying, to break down and 
analyse different parts of the problem and not to be afraid to apply 
different solutions. 

• Reframing and creativity. 'Let's look at this another way ... ' Metaphors 
are a great way of 'seeing things from a different perspective' and this 
group of stories is intended to help people to change their mindset. 

• Empowerment. 'You can do it!' Very often people do not achieve all 
they want because they become disempowered, in other words, it's 
easier to wait for someone else to do it - and then complain about it! 
This section contains stories to encourage people to realize that they 
always have some degree of choice in what they do. 

• Success and self-esteem. 'I told you that you could do it!' One of the 
most common things that holds people back in their own develop­
ment is a feeling of low self-esteem, and this inspiring set of stories 
will encourage people to believe in themselves - their greatest 
resource! 

One of the hardest things to do when compiling an anthology of just 50 
tales is to limit yourself in choosing the stories to include and those to 
miss out. The world <thankfully) is full of stories, and in the last few 
years, so many of them, in all their various shapes, sizes and colours, 
have corne parading like some joyful Caribbean carnival to my door, 
pleading to be let in. But rest assured that at least one of the things that all 
these stories has in cornmon is that they only pass the entrance exam if 
they have been tried and tested by myself and others in coaching situa­
tions, and are found to be effective, thought provoking and offering a 
stimulating way of learning. So ... let's open the door and let the carnival 
begin ... 
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PART ONE 

Are You Sitting 
Comfortably? 



CHAPTER 1 

Introducing Storytelling 

THE STORY BEGINS 

Are you sitting comfortably? I hope so, because if you are it means that you 
recognize that well-known phrase, probably from your childhood days, 
as heralding the beginning of a story. Indeed, that's just what this book is 
about: it's a story about storytelling, from its ancient beginnings and orig­
inal purpose to, most importantly, the part it has to play today in the 
modern business world - particularly for those of us whose role involves 
coaching, training and the development of others. 

If you are sitting comfortably, in eager anticipation, you can consider 
yourself to be part of an age-old tradition that dates back to the beginning 
of time - well before the birth of Christ and certainly prior to the advent 
of the written word. Indeed, this was the original and primary function of 
storytelling. It was the means of passing on information and knowledge 
orally from one person to another, or from one tribe to another, or from 
one village to another, in much the same way as we currently rely on tele­
vision, radio, newspapers or the Internet to keep us up to date and help 
us make sense of what is going on in the world. 

Storytelling has always been an essential and universal human charac­
teristic. The history of every society in every part of the world includes its 
own version of storytelling - and most societies continue to have story­
telling activities in some shape or form today. Over the years, storytellers 
themselves have taken on many different names and guises throughout 
the world - griots in West Africa, troubadours and minstrels in Western 
Europe, pandits in Hindu India, bards in the Celtic world. 

Ouring the Middle Ages, people began to realize just how dependent 
they were on the storytellers for reliable information and knowledge, and 
as their power and influence became apparent, the profession itself 
gained in respect and admiration. Some storytellers were frequent visi­
tors at court, and were recognized as highly influential with the king or 
queen of the time. Very often it was the jester who was the only member 
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of court who could get away with telling the truth - albeit cleverly veiled 
in the guise of a joke or story - without having his head cut off! Using 
bizarre animals as story characters helped these early storytellers to sati­
rize the political events of the day; they could make fun of their leaders 
without fear of retribution. And so, fables and allegories and metaphors 
were born, and thousands of years later, we are still using them. 
Although they now might be in a different format - situation comedy, 
political satire or pantomime - their intention is still to point out the 
follies and frailties of human behaviour. 

Good storytellers found themselves to be much in demand during the 
Middle Ages, which naturally led to many of them becoming quite 
affluent. In some cultures it was even seen as something of a status 
symbol - whether you could afford a professional storyteller for your 
tribal gathering - in just the same way that for some children in our 
modern day culture a party isn't a proper party without the hiring of Mr 
Chuckles, the child entertainer, and just as some organizations would feel 
cheated without the obligatory motivational rousing of the 'after dinner 
speaker'. 

However, as with all high-profile jobs, along with the fame and fortune 
came the acceptance of responsibility, and in some cultures, the story­
tellers, prior to being allowed to practise their art, were actually required 
to take a solemn vow, in which they declared that any information they 
passed on to others would be: 

• accurate; 
• interesting; 
• memorable. 

Indeed, in some modern-day storytelling societies the same sort of vows 
still apply, and any would-be storyteller has to commit to abiding by 
them. Just think what a difference it might make to the quality of the 
communication within organizations if this was a pledge that could be 
introduced there! 

The simple passing on of topical information was not the only function 
performed by the original storytellers. They also had an important role to 
play in building communities, and preserving and sharing historical 
data. In ancient times, tribes would gather round their campfires at night 
to tell stories of their heroic deeds and accomplishments. These stories 
would then be passed on from one to another and would gradually 
spread, like a ripple effect, to more and more people within the commu­
nity. Eventually everyone would be talking a shared language that came 
to represent the tribe's cultural values and history, which in turn helped 
them to make sense of their world and their part in it. 
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Today, although people in organizations might gather round the photo­
copier or in the staff restaurant rather than round an actual' campfire', the 
process of swapping stories with each other is just the same as it was a 
thousand years ago - and it serves the same important function. People 
laughing or crying together at the sharing of a story builds the commu­
nity and bonds people together. 

The original storytellers were also involved in education and the 
transfer of cumulative wisdom, which ensured the continuity of experi­
ence from one generation to the next. In communities the world over 
there has been, and still is, a tradition of the old educating the young. 
Milbre Burch, a storyteller in Pasadena, California, says: 

Storytelling has its roots in the tribal traditions of oral cultures back when 
memory was the library. Elders passed on their wisdom through the vessel of 
story. Storytelling is still transgenerational today - it appeals to multi-age 
audiences. 

(Burch, 1997) 

In our modem-day organizations we can still witness this transfer of 
cumulative wisdom, when those people whom anthropologist Peg 
Neuhauser (1993) refers to as 'the tribal elders' (highly respected or 
senior members of the organization) are called upon to share their memo­
ries as part of an induction or orientation programme to educate new 
employees in 'the way we do things'. If these stories are told positively 
and enthusiastically, in line with good storytelling traditions, and, most 
importantly, are congruent with organizational behaviour, their effects 
can be far more powerful and believable than any corporate video, 
newsletter or handbook that you might employ. Researchers have shown 
personal storytelling to be the most credible and memorable form of 
communication. 

However, if the stories are incompatible with organizational behaviour, 
then both storyteller and story lose all credibility. Peg Neuhauser goes on 
to say: 'If you tell a story to illustrate facts, events or "the way things are 
done around here", and the story does not match the listeners' experi­
ence, the stories are likely to be rejected.' 

I worked once with a human resources director who, on the same day 
that he very piously told a group of trainee managers how important it 
was, in performance management, never to act rashly when making a deci­
sion that affected others, dismissed an employee on the spot for 'his nega­
tive attitude' and was later taken to court for unfair dismissal. His 
particular brand of storytelling and related behaviour became legendary 
- for the wrong reasons! 

In ancient Eastern cultures, storytelling was used particularly as a 
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gentle yet powerful form of counselling and therapy. In those days, if a 
person visited the doctor suffering from depression, rather than receiving 
a prescription for Prozac or another anti-depressant that we might expect 
today, it was common practice for the doctor to 'prescribe' a fairy story, 
myth or traditional tale, which bore some similarity to the patient's own 
dilemma and on which they were expected to meditate. It was felt that 
contemplation of the story would provide the patient with a metaphor or 
different perspective to consider and offer clarity to the problem that he 
or she was facing. In his book, The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno Bettelheim 
(1991) says: 

The figures and events of fairy tales also personify and illustrate inner 
conflicts, but they suggest ever so subtly how these conflicts may be solved, 
and what the next steps in the development toward a higher humanity might 
be. 

(Bettelheim, 1991) 

Traditional stories can often provide a source of comfort for the listener 
by introducing a 'helper', 'guide' or other protective person, who always 
appears just at the right moment, in order to help the protagonist on 
his/her journey. The helper can take many forms - a fairy godmother, a 
guardian angel, a Buddha - or perhaps some sort of conscience figure 
who stands on your shoulder and whispers advice in your ear. 

In the field of therapy, this tradition has been carried on very success­
fully into contemporary practice. Therapists have for some time accepted 
and used storytelling as an effective yet non-invasive form of therapy. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, Milton Erickson was renowned for his use of 
metaphorical 'teaching tales' that would amuse, surprise or even shock 
clients into affecting some change in their lives. The neurolinguistic 
programming (NLP) school and Gestalt school of therapy all include 
stories and metaphors as part of their toolkit for creative thinking and 
problem solving. 

These then were - and still remain - the three main functions of story­
telling: 

• to pass on information and knowledge; 
• to educate and encourage the transfer of cumulative wisdom from 

one generation to the next; 
• to encourage personal healing and creative problem solving. 

Until the mid 1400s, storytelling was riding high in popularity and doing 
very nicely, thank you. After Gutenberg invented his printing press in 
1450, people became far more interested in seeing stories in print and the 
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storytelling profession understandably took something of a drop in terms 
of its popularity and perceived usefulness. In a famous essay entitled, 
'The Storyteller' written in 1936, Walter Benjamin took a pessimistic view 
of the future of storytelling: 

The art of storytelling is coming to an end. Less and less frequently do we 
encounter people with an ability to tell a tale properly. More and more often 
there is embarrassment all around when a wish to tell a story is expressed. 

(Benjamin, quoted in Rosen, 1987) 

One might easily believe that to be true, particularly with the advent of 
radio, television and film - and now, of course, information technology 
and all that that brings. One could say that in modem times, the apparent 
need for an oral storyteller has almost evaporated, except that, paradoxi­
cally, over the last fifty years storytelling activity is actually on the 
increase! Jack Zipes, Professor at the University of Minnesota and Patron 
of the Society for Storytelling, says: 

Storytelling is everywhere - in the schools and libraries, in homes and in the 
TV tubes, in the pubs and restaurants, during the lunch breaks, in airports 
and train stations, on the phone, in the theatres and cinemas. Contrary to 
what Benjamin believed, storytelling was not about to perish in the 1930s and 
certainly does not appear to be on the verge of perishing today. 

(Zipes, 1996) 

In fact, since the 1970s in particular there has been a steady increase in the 
number of professional and semi-professional storytellers throughout the 
world, and an equal number of societies and organizations to help them 
do it. (See the back of this book for a list of the best known.) There are also 
a growing number of storytelling festivals, symposia and workshops 
operating around the world. The public-speaking organization, Toast­
masters International, recently added 'storytelling' as an advanced 
programme in its portfolio. 

So, why is it that, despite all our present-day sophisticated methods of 
communication (or is it because of it?), people are still telling stories, 
whether it be one-to-one or in small groups or large audiences, as they 
have done for thousands of years? There is no one definitive answer, 
except to say that: 

• There is obviously still faith in storytelling as a means of communica­
tion otherwise it simply would not have survived; people would have 
stopped using it. 

• Storytelling as a means of taking in and making sense of information 
is an interactive and sharing process, and is therefore more powerful 
than a passive means, such as the images one soaks up from a televi­
sion or computer. 
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• People are now realizing the full potential and possible applications 
of this ancient and influential art in the modern world. 

HOW DO STORIES WORK? 

Stories and metaphors can enhance learning and memory 

The challenge for the original storytellers was that, before writing was 
invented, there was no other way of backing up the verbal information 
that they gave to other people. Just put yourself in that position: with no 
letters, memorandums, e-mail or books at your disposal, how would you 
ensure that the information you gave to people was accurate, interesting 
and most importantly memorable to comply with the storyteller's original 
vow? If you were attempting to pass on your wisdom so that others could 
learn and benefit from it, how would you ensure that the lesson had actu­
ally been taken in and understood? 

First of all, in order to remember the information themselves, the story­
tellers had to be able to use their brains in a way that was distinctly 
different to that of their contemporaries. Over time, they developed 
heightened listening and speaking skills, an understanding and insight 
into current affairs and probably most importantly, an advanced capacity 
for memory and visualization - similar skills to those of a modern-day 
coach you might say. Storytellers discovered, originally through trial and 
error, that the best way to remember and make sense of information was 
to create vivid and fantastic images in their minds and weave the infor­
mation into them. 

They also found that the memory techniques they used on themselves, 
which we would now call memory-enhancing visualization, worked just 
as well in getting the message across to their listeners. In fact, in some 
cultures, storytellers of different tribes competed with one another to 
come up with the most creative, bizarre and captivating tales - hence the 
birth of wicked witches, flying dragons and talking pigs - ensuring that 
there were no limits to the imagination! What the original storytellers 
were doing instinctively has since been confirmed by contemporary brain 
research. Learning and memory work best when: 

• the information is seen as part of a context or bigger picture; 
• novelty and interest are generated; 
• emotions are involved. 
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Learning through context or the bigger picture 

Our brains are just like heat-seeking missiles: they automatically search 
out meaning, context and patterns in the world. The neocortex is the part 
of the brain that deals with our intellectual processes such as thinking 
and talking. Its primary function is to take all the apparently meaningless 
bits of data that enter our heads and fit them into some sort of pattern or 
'perceptual map' that helps us to understand. The neocortex is both a 
pattern maker and pattern detector; it can sort and store information 
using a system far more complex than the most powerful computer. It 
plays a crucial role in the learning process. When we learn something 
new, the neocortex either makes an association with an existing pattern 
(assimilating) or creates a new one (structurizing), which it then puts into 
storage in our unconscious minds for retrieval at a later date. 

Boller and Rovee-Collier (1992) found that when students learnt about 
a subject as part of a context - through a story, map or perspective rele­
vant to the topic -learning and memory dramatically improved. Offering 
a context or conceptual framework for learning allows learners to make 
connections with what they consider to be important to them and boosts 
their memory recall. This is also why children prefer being told stories 
with lots of repetition, sometimes known as 'cumulative tales' - for 
example 'The Twelve Days of Christmas' and 'The House That Jack Built'. 
It helps them to establish and confirm the patterns in their brains - and 
they will soon tell you if you get the words wrong! 

In a coaching situation, just telling coachees something, or dropping 
them a line with the instruction 'be a good manager', although quick and 
cheap would be a sterile, dull and meaningless way of learning, and 
certainly wouldn't guarantee positive results. To learn specific aspects of 
the role of management through the medium of a story offers a bigger 
context and can be so much richer, thought provoking and memorable. It 
is a well-known saying that 'experience makes a good teacher' and if 
stories are based on experience - your own or other people's - then they 
must be the next best thing to learning through real life. 

Natural language stories (when understood by us 'empathically') demon­
strably affect our brain systems. Such language reminds us and evokes much 
the same response in our brain systems as would experiencing what the 
speaker tells about. In this respect mathematical-logical language does not 
work evocatively. 

(Bartter, Hilgartner, and Stoneman, 1999) 

Stories themselves can contain patterns and templates that help us to put 
things into context. These patterns might be contained in the stories of 
our own lives, or in the stories and metaphors of others. Kaye and 
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Jacobson (1999) say that if we see 'the multiple incidents of our lives as 
essential parts of a pattern, we find value in the stories that created the 
pattern'. In other words, we are more likely to discover some meaning in 
our own lives if we view events as being part of a bigger picture rather 
than a series of random mishaps. This helps us to apply the learning to 
future events. 

When listening to other people's stories, it may be that the pattern of a 
problem or issue that your coachee is currently dealing with can be seen 
to be paralleled with the pattern or template contained in the story. For 
example, you might tell your coachee a story of someone else who had a 
similar problem and how he or she dealt with it. Or you might choose a 
traditional tale or anecdote containing a relevant metaphor. When the 
coachees recognize the pattern (albeit unconsciously) and make the 
connection, their self-knowledge is enhanced and they discover new 
ways of dealing with the problem. 

Learning through novelty and interest 

It may almost seem like a contradiction to the last heading, but learning 
and memory can also be enhanced when information is presented in a 
novel, out-of-the-ordinary way that doesn't fit with the established 
patterns and templates in our brains. McGaugh et al (1990) said that when 
any information does not fit into an existing and recognizable pattern it is 
immediately catalogued by the neocortex as different, the natural stress 
levels are raised and all sorts of alarm bells start ringing! If the informa­
tion is perceived as a negative threat, the body may release cortisol; if it's 
perceived as positive then adrenaline is released. McGaugh et al found 
from their experiments that both of these chemicals actually work like 
memory fixatives and that people could remember far longer than when 
the chemicals were not present. 

This is the way in which metaphors can work so powerfully in our 
minds. A metaphor can be anything from a word or short phrase - 'it's a 
nightmare', 'she's living life in the fast lane', 'he's a teddy bear' - to a 
complete story, which is often described as an 'extended metaphor'. A 
metaphor is a comparison between two sometimes completely unrelated 
subjects, and it is this very difference that can create a tension or disso­
nance in our minds that requires resolution - or as creative thinker Roger 
von Oeuch (1998) might say (metaphorically) it gives us 'a whack on the 
side of the head'! 

Listening to a metaphor serves as a 'pattern interrupt', which means 
that it gives us a 'What??' sort of experience, and jolts us out of our 
logical, habitual thinking. It can also bypass our natural resistance to 
change. If coachees perceive that they are being told what to do or given 
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advice, then there is always a danger that the protective barriers will 
come up. Being offered possible solutions through the medium of a 
metaphor is more acceptable and non-threatening and there is less 
perceived pressure to accept the advice being offered. 

For a metaphor to work best there has to be just enough distance 
between the two subjects (known as the 'topic' and the 'vehicle') for the 
listener to be able to make some connection, but not so close as to appear 
over obvious or too far away as to appear obtuse. For example, 'she's 
living life in the fast lane' works because we all have some understanding 
of the concept of a fast lane - whether it be on a motorway or an athletic 
track - and what that might mean in relation to a person's life. But to say 
'she's living life as a football' probably would not work because it is too 
distant and there is too little in the way of comparison for us to relate to. 

The vivid and colourful imagery of metaphor is what helps us to 
remember the information and expand our learning potential. Its appro­
priate use can bring about a deeper, insightful understanding of 
ourselves and others. 'A large part of self-understanding is the search for 
appropriate personal metaphors that make sense of our lives' (Lakoff and 
Johnson, 1980). 

We should always be careful, when introducing a metaphor to our 
coachees, to choose one that is appropriate, relevant and sensitive to them 
rather than picking an image that just serves for our own benefit and 
amusement (see Chapter 3 for advice on choosing stories and 
metaphors). Don't make the mistake that a colleague of mine did some 
years ago when she (quite unwittingly) talked to a coachee about a 
'meaty' illustration to a problem, only to discover that he was a staunch 
vegetarian who was most offended by the reference! 

Stories, anecdotes or analogies can all be seen as extended metaphors, 
and you will find this to be one of the common denominators of the 
stories in Part Two of this book. The general format and structure of any 
story, whether it be a short anecdote or a full-length fairy tale or myth, is 
basically the same. The character(s) in the story (real or imaginary) 
encounter some sort of problem, conflict or challenge (the dissonance), 
which they deal with, either successfully or unsuccessfully, thereby 
achieving a resolution of some sort. Nigel Watts (1996) describes this 
format as a series of points or milestones on a journey: 

1. The status quo - where we join the hero/heroine. 
2. The trigger - something happens that means the status quo cannot 

continue. 
3. The quest - the response to the challenge. 
4. The surprise - what really slaps us in the face. 
5. The critical choice - the dilemma. 
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6. The climax - the choice we make. 
7. The reversal- the change that results from the choice we make. 
8. The resolution - if the reversal is sustained. 

These stages of a story can provide a useful parallel for coachees in terms 
of any 'journey' that they might be making, particularly one that involves 
a challenge or problem, for example, a change of job, promotion, setting 
new goals or horizons, or a change in domestic circumstances. If the 
conflict in the story is seen to be similar to the one that the coachee is 
dealing with, then the message of the story takes on more significance. 
The notion of using stories in this way as a tool for self-transformation 
has been a widely held view in the therapeutic world for some time. This 
topic is explored more in Chapter 2. 

Learning with emotions 

Researchers such as Ornstein, Sperry and Lakoff have proved, through 
repeated studies into the workings of the brain, that learning and 
memory are enhanced by being associated with emotional activity. 
Because the emotional centre of the brain (the limbic system) is situated 
closely to the part responsible for long-term memory storage, we all 
remember more easily when our emotions have been aroused, whether it 
be excitement, curiosity, anger or suspense. In addition, O'Keefe and 
Nadel (1978) found that experiencing positive emotions makes it easier 
for us to make better 'perceptual maps'. That is, we can recall and make 
sense of our thoughts and experiences more clearly and accurately. 

More recently, researchers like Daniel Goleman (1999), author of 
Working with Emotional Intelligence, and Jack Canfield (1996), author of 
Heart at Work and Chicken Soup for the Soul series, brought into our aware­
ness the fact that, in a business context, simply using our intellectual and 
technical ability is no longer enough to succeed in today's organizations. 
The qualities that we should now be focusing on and developing are the 
'personal' skills, such as initiative and empathy, self-esteem and motiva­
tion. In other words, we need to be aware of and manage our emotions -
and stories can help us to do that in a way that other means of communi­
cation can't. A well-told story can trigger positive feelings of curiosity, 
surprise or excitement, or negative feelings of sadness, depression or 
anger, far more than say a column of figures or other sequential lists and 
reports. Stories can shock, too. Therapist Milton Erickson was well­
known for his use of teaching tales, some specifically designed to shock 
his clients out of a habitual pattern of behaviour (see 'Style' on p 139). 

Stories by themselves are neither positive nor negative - it depends on 
how they are used and for what purpose. Peg Neuhauser (1993), in her 
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book Corporate f..egends and Lore, says that we need to focus on the intended 
outcome of a story to determine whether it produces a positive or negative 
emotion. To do this, we can analyse or evaluate the effectiveness of 
hearing a story by asking questions such as: 

• Did people feel proud of themselves or others on hearing the story? 
• Did the story help the teller and listener(s) to let off steam or reduce 

stress? 
• Did the story shock or shake people up? 

If I ask a coachee to give me an example of customer service that they 
have received, and give them the choice of telling a positive or negative 
story, the story they invariably choose is one of poor service, and this is 
perceived by them to be a negative story. However, when you investigate 
their reasons for telling it, it is very often that they personally emerge 
from the drama as being the 'conquering hero' who rises to the challenge 
of 'sorting it out' - whether 'it' is the postman, the next-door neighbour, 
the organization or the telephone bill - and triumphs, in spite of great 
adversity, like David over Goliath. So the story is actually evoking posi­
tive emotions both for the individual telling it - and, if this is done in a 
group, for those listening because they can relate to the experiences that 
they hear and are quick to volunteer ones of their own. Group story­
telling like this can go on for hours! But due to the fact that the emotions 
have been aroused you will find that these incidents will be remembered 
- which is why it is important for you as a coach to ensure that the posi­
tive learning aspect of any story is stressed. The use of positive emotion 
in a story, when done well, can be very contagious and uplifting. Michael 
Hattersley (1997) in his article on the managerial art of telling a story, 
says: 

Stories can be the best way to package meaning and spur others on to 
achieve. At the most basic level, storytelling can help a manager gain and 
hold his audience's attention. But if the story is good enough, it can also lift 
individuals and organizations to take the risks that keep life an adventure. 

(Hattersley, 1997) 

Learning with humour 

Humour is an emotion that deserves a special mention. Although very 
difficult to analyse (and God forbid that we should!) humour has been 
proved to be a powerful partner in the learning business. Indeed, many 
video companies in the 1970s and 1980s were built on the basis of using 
humorous stories to teach dry or academic subjects. 
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Eric Jensen (1988) documents some work carried out at Indiana 
University, where researchers found that when learners were exposed to 
humour they were more receptive to information and there was better 
rapport between the teacher and the learner. They also found that when 
students were given key learning points, followed by a humorous story, 
they remembered the key points much better than when there was no 
story. Which coincidentally reminds me of a funny story ... 

When I was working with children in school years ago, I was listening 
to a group reciting its 'two times table': 

One two is two, 
Two twos are four, 
Three twos are six, 
Four twos are eight ... 

As they carried on in that monotonous and rhythmical chant peculiar to 
children, I noticed a little boy at the back of the room, who was clearly 
somewhat out of synch with the rest of the class. His version was more 
along the lines of: 

Du du du daaah, 
Du du du daaah ... 

When I asked him the reason for this variation, he replied cheerily, 'Oh I 
know the tune, Miss, I just can't remember the words!' Clearly, learning 
by 'rote' doesn't always guarantee understanding! 

Whenever we laugh, our brains are stimulated to produce cate­
cholamine, an alertness hormone, which in turn brings about the release 
of endorphins, the body's own natural pain killers. So, as well as having 
great potential for our general well-being and physical healing, laughter 
can have the same effect on our brains as taking a tranquillizer - although 
happily it's usually cheaper and has less harmful side effects! 

Humour can be used very effectively in both one-to-one and small 
group coaching, although you have to make sure that the content and 
flavour is appropriate, in other words, the humour should be shared and 
enjoyed by everyone equally. In my view, you should only introduce 
humour when you have good rapport with your listener(s) and it 
should certainly never be used to intentionally wound, ridicule or 
alienate. People enjoying a funny story and laughing together is a great 
way to defuse any tension that might exist, and in a group coaching 
session it can also help to build a sense of community within the 
members. 
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STORIES AND UNCONSCIOUS LEARNING 

German poet and philosopher Goethe said: 'The maturity of a human 
being is to return to the seriousness of the child at play.' If you've ever 
watched children playing, you'll know that it is a serious business that 
requires their full concentration. As adults, listening to and becoming 
totally engrossed in a story, which happens quite easily if the story is told 
welt can help to reduce stress and muscle tension and promote feelings 
of well-being and relaxation. Carter Liggett at the Pacific Graduate 
School of Psychology in California carried out tests on the saliva of story­
listeners, and discovered that these people actually experienced a 
biochemical change whilst listening - their levels of cortisol (the stress 
hormone) dropped and levels of immunoglobulin A rose. 

When people are relaxed, they are naturally more receptive, which in 
turn helps them to learn and retain information more easily. Brain scans 
and research into the different functions and activities of the brain have 
shown that our brains work on four different wavelengths or frequencies: 

• Beta - the conscious, wide-awake brain. 
• Alpha - the state of relaxed awareness. 
• Theta - on the edge of sleep. 
• Delta - deep sleep. 

Although we might think that our conscious, wide-awake brains would 
be the best state for learning, research has shown that, in fact, we absorb 
information much more quickly and effectively when our brains are at 
alpha level, or in a state of 'relaxed awareness'. Listening to a story is of 
course an enjoyable and effective way of achieving this state. American 
storyteller Milbre Burch says: 'Storytelling is more than a spectator sport. 
Often engaged in a light trance state, the listener co-creates the story with 
the teller' (Burch, 1997). 

The power of the story lies in the fact that, while our conscious minds 
are absorbed, the unconscious mind is free to take in the moral or 
message that the story contains. 

This absorption in a story can also produce the effect that Chicago 
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990) calls 'flow'. This is the 
feeling you might have when you're so engrossed in an activity that you 
lose all notion of time, space and self, and just become one with the 
activity. Anyone who is learning how to use the Internet, and suddenly 
looks up to find they have been 'surfing' for three hours will understand 
the concept of 'flow'! This state, Csikszentmihalyi says, is the optimum 
state for learning. It is best achieved when the following conditions are 
met: 
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• High challenges - not too easy, not too hard, intrinsically motivated, 
your own choice. 

• Low stress - not no stress, just minimal stress, a general feeling of 
relaxation. 

• Immersed 'flow' state - attention is focused on learning and doing, 
not focused on self or evaluation of task. 

Original research carried out by Roger Sperry in the 1960s into the func­
tions of the two brain hemispheres also provides us with insight into the 
value of storytelling in unconscious learning. Simplistically, we think of 
the left hemisphere as being responsible for language, logic and 
sequence, and the right hemisphere for music, pictures and daydreaming 
- although in reality it is far more complicated than that and it would be 
wrong to try to draw up demarcation lines between the two. More recent 
research shows that, although it is believed that the left brain processes 
information faster than the right, in fact both sides of the brain are 
involved to some degree in most human activities, and as coaches we 
should encourage the development of both. 

Arthur Deikman (1982) in his book The Observing Self suggests that the 
content of a story can appeal to both left and right hemispheres of the 
brain equally, the left processing the words sequentially and analytically, 
and the right dealing with visualization and pattern recognition. This 
means that the left side reduces its usual level of dominance over the 
right, allowing a greater degree of creativity and freedom. 

The more that we, as coaches, can use this knowledge, the more our 
coachees will be able to access both hemispheres, and consequently the 
more proficiently they will be able to function. 
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